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Abstract 
 
Being a highly communicative instance of translation interpreting requires a communicative/functional/context sensitive approach. Thus, the 
interpreting student should be made aware that interpreting is a commissioned task whose legitimate skopos/purpose is to make communication 
possible. The meaning to be rendered i.e. the optimal translation is seen as a function of the communication situation, to be found beyond 
words, in a “deverbalized” state. Interpreting students should be trained  to assume that interpreting presupposes some infidelity or 
manipulation and that one important interpreting job requirement is that of training speakers to take some responsibility for the interpreting 
performance. 
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1. Introduction 
Interpreting/Interpretation is generally defined as oral translation and perceived as a more or less mechanical activity 
consisting in a series of encoding and decoding operations. Seleskovitch rejects this common reductive perception and describes 
interpreting as a complex cognitive process and a very demanding activity: “It is not the oral translation of words, it uncovers a 
meaning and makes it explicit for others. (…) Interpretation is communication, i.e. analysis of the original message and its 
conversion into a form accessible to the listener (…). The process broken into its three stages is roughly as follows:  
a. Auditory perception of a linguistic utterance which carries meaning. Apprehension of the language and comprehension of 
the message through a process of analysis and exegesis. 
b. Immediate and deliberate discarding of the wording and retention of the mental representation of the message (concepts, 
ideas, etc.). 
c. Production of a new utterance in the target language which must meet a dual requirement: it must express the original 
message in its entirety and it must be geared to the recipient.” (1989:8, emphasis added). 
2. Processing of meaning 
In the cognitive approach Seleskovitch proposes, meaning is to be found beyond words, in a “deverbalized” state; it is what 
remains after the immediate and deliberate discarding of the wording, the retention of the mental representation of the message.  
This meaning is dependent, according to Seleskovitch “not only on us but also on the person we are addressing and on the 
context in which we both find ourselves.” (1989:12, emphasis added). It is also associated with a particular type of memory, the 
substantive memory which retains/stores what has previously been understood/processed and is contrasted with the verbatim 
memory which retains words. 
The substantive memory obviously plays a most important part in Seleskovitch’s theory and following her line of thought it is 
unlikely in the extreme that a person with an excellent verbatim memory but without any substantive memory could make a good 
interpreter. 
Questionable in some of its theoretical assumptions, such as the deverbalization of the message, Seleskovitch’s model remains 
the most coherent and comprehensive approach to interpreting and an important source of inspiration to all interpreting trainers. 
Since grasping and processing of meaning seems to be the crucial phase of any interpreting performance, the training of 
interpreters should properly deal with it in terms of techniques and time allotted to practice. 
Processing of meaning is difficult in either mode of interpreting, i.e. consecutive or simultaneous, owing to the oral nature of 
the message. In simultaneous it even seems impossible to achieve. Simultaneous interpreting – an unnatural exercise (un 
 
*Correspondign Auhor: Camelia Petrescu. Tel.: +4-074-122-8512  
E-mail: Cameliapetrescu@gmail.com
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
election and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
3267 Camelia Petrescu /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  3266 – 3270 
exercice contre nature) as Seleskovitch and Lederer describe this mode-makes it almost impossible for the interpreter to 
dissociate source language from target language. Being intensely exposed to the former and having to produce the latter almost 
instantly, the interpreter has no time to process meaning and therefore he is most liable to translate words instead of meaning.  
Based on a study of real-life simultaneous interpreting situations, Seleskovitch and Lederer have identified eight operations 
interpreters have to perform. These operations may occur either sequentially or concurrently at various times in the simultaneous 
interpreting performance. These are: 
a) “hearing; 
b) understanding the language; 
c) conceptualizing (building a cognitive reminiscence by integrating sequences of connected speech into pre-
existing knowledge); 
d) enunciating (what has been stored in the substantive memory); 
e) getting/being aware of the interpreting situation; 
f) checking audio-equipment; 
g) transferring; 
h) recalling of particular signifiers.”         
  (Seleskovitch and Lederer 1989: 131, our translation). 
We shall focus on conceptualizing which stands for the actual processing of meaning. All interpreting theorists agree that the 
success of this operation largely depends on pre-existing knowledge – a tremendously vast area including general knowledge, 
linguistic knowledge, and specific knowledge: about the topic to be discussed, about the conference/meeting to be held, etc.  
Pre-existing knowledge is considered a prerequisite for comprehension. “Comprehension is what occurs when new 
information ties in with related knowledge. If such knowledge is absent the new information is ignored.” (Seleskovitch, 1989: 
49). 
Other theorists express the same opinion highlighting the paramount importance of preparation for the interpreting tasks. “For 
the interpreter, the process of comprehension is much more complicated. He has no time to use dictionaries or consult an expert. 
The only way the interpreter can affect the process of comprehension is by taking pre-emptive action before the message is 
actually communicated, through exhaustive preparation, both lexical and conceptual, of the subject matter concerned. In this 
sense, no interpreting instructor can ever put sufficient emphasis on the issue of preparation.” (Presentacion Padilla & Anne 
Martin 1992: 196, emphasis added). 
The pre-emptive action the interpreter should take is meant to help him/her anticipate meaning, i.e. grasp it before it is 
actually expressed in words. Anticipation as Lederer (1978: 323) points out is of two types: anticipation based on sense 
expectation and anticipation based on language prediction. The former is obviously connected with general knowledge while the 
latter is relevant to purely linguistic knowledge. 
Wills (1978) distinguishes three types of what he calls anticipation cues: co-textual (intralingual), extralinguistic (situational), 
context independent. The last ones reflect a knowledge of standardize communication process (‘on behalf of my delegation I 
would like to… thank’) as well as of clichés or “petrified” idiomatic phrases (collocations). The co-textual and context-
independent cues are linguistic in nature as opposed to the extralinguistic or situational. 
As “consciousness-raising” with a view to anticipation, Setton proposes exercises in which “speeches are read out, or tapes of 
speakers projected after the trainees have been filled in on as much as they would be expected to know about the event, situation, 
players, place and so on. The tape or speaker stops occasionally and students try to continue the sentence” (1944:193) and, as a 
further step, he suggests the “smart shadowing” or real time paraphrase exercises. 
3. Communicative awareness 
The difficulties of processing meaning in interpreting arise from the oral character of the message which is utterance as 
opposed to written text. Being the one who literally enables communication between a speaker and a listener, the interpreter 
witnesses and even anticipates the path meaning takes through utterances in order to produce intelligible discourse. 
As a result of a more or less spontaneous production, the speaker’s utterance is inevitably less structured than a written text 
and may even display obscurities. “In writing we usually have time to plan our message, to think about it carefully and to revise 
it afterwards if necessary. In speech (unless it us, say, a lecture prepared in advance) we have no time for this, but must shape our 
message as we go… In speech we often use words and phrases like well, you see, and kind of which add little information but tell 
us something of the speaker’s attitude to his audience and to what he is saying. We also often hesitate, or fill in gaps with 
hesitation fillers like er and um while we think of what next to say. We may fail to complete a sentence and mix up one 
grammatical construction with another. All these features do not normally occur in writing.” (Harris 1981: 160, original 
emphasis). The interpreter is however expected to produce a coherent, fully intelligible speech, “for, if he doesn’t, his listeners’ 
first thought will be that it is the interpreter who is incompetent, not the speaker.” (Ibidem, emphasis added). 
Dealing with meaning to be looked for not only in words but also beyond them, in the speaker’s intentional and also 
unintentional verbal and nonverbal expression (mimic, gesture, voice, etc.) interpreting appears by far more concerned with 
communication than written translation. 
In terms of teaching interpreting, the first task to be achieved appears thus to be make interpreting students “connect” with 
utterances. Connect is used here to emphasize the communicative way of responding to utterances, i.e. grasping and rendering 
what Harris (1981) calls the speaker’s communicative intent.  
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In their Pédagogie raisonnée de l’interprétation Seleskovitch and Lederer (1989) demonstrate that interpreting  is essentially 
a matter of hearing and understanding an utterance and therefore teaching interpreting should mainly aim at developing listening 
skills. The future interpreter should however be trained to learn and practice a particular type of listening entirely focused on the 
speaker’s communicative intention. Thus, the listening exercises suggested by the two authors as a first step towards interpreting 
are intended to make students identify meaning beyond the words, grasp information after discarding the strings of words 
utterances are made of. 
The “théorie du sens” which has inspired the Paris School of Interpretation to build up a whole “pédagogie raisonnée” 
(reasoned pedagogy) is meant to account for some verbal losses and alterations which occur in interpreting. 
Other theorists frankly assume that such losses and alterations are inherent in interpreting. Discussing the following 
instructions given to a student by an interpreting teacher “If you fail to note down all the figures in a series of numbers, don’t 
worry unduly; what usually matters is the order of magnitude. If the treasurer says: Revenues have gone up from $ 19,732.55 to $ 
21,033.41 in 1980, you will probably convey his message well enough if you translate it as: Revenues have increased by over a 
thousand in the past year, Harris ironically remarks’ Such flagrant sacrifice of detail would be anathema to translators.” (1981: 
157). Anathema to translators, but obviously not to interpreters! The interpreter is required to “intelligently and obliquely give 
the essence of what is being said (Kaiser in Gerver and Sinaiko (eds.), 1978: 23, emphasis added) and he may even be “obliged 
to carry improvisation a step further if he misses hearing or understanding a short passage in the speech.” (Harris 1981: 157, 
emphasis added). Harris seems actually to have expressed the most daring views on interpretation, emphasizing the contrast 
between interpretation and written translation and the eminently communicative nature of interpretation which involves not only 
losses but also slight changes in the original meaning. “The interpreter’s utterance – he says – is not deemed to be self-sufficient, 
in the way the translator’s text is. As a result, omissions, ambiguities and vague referents which be intolerable in a translated text 
cause no problems, may even be desirable economies in interpretation.” (1981: 160, emphasis added). 
Unlike Harris, Seleskovitch is cautions about admitting verbal losses and alterations of meaning. When she does so she speaks 
in a very euphemistic way. When she says that the interpretation product, i.e. the new utterance in the target language “must 
express the original message in its entirety and it must be geared to the recipient (1989: 9, emphasis added) she deliberately blurs 
the distinction between entirety and geared to the recipient, in other words she admits a somewhat “reduced” or “altered” 
entirety. 
4. Fidelity and manipulation in ınterpreting 
Interpreting theorists like Seleskovitch who emphasize the “crucial” difference between the otherwise “twin” professions, 
interpretation and written translation apparently advocate fidelity to meaning. Fidelity to words – transcoding – is utterly 
rejected. The interpreter should translate meaning and meaning is to be found beyond words, in a “deverbalized” state. 
One example given by Seleskovitch (1993: 113) to illustrate her theory shows that her concept of deverbalized meaning is 
rather vague and cannot account for fidelity to meaning. Interpreting for General de Gaulle and a Serbian prime-minister, 
Seleskovitch translated the latter’s greeting phrase “Vi ste vrlo sveži” by the French “Vous faites jeune, mon Général”. The table 
below includes several possible translations of the Serbian phrase in French with a literal translation in English. 
 
Table 1. Translation variants 
 
Source text Translation type 
Vi ste vrlo sveži 
Literal 
Faithful to words 
Vous avez l’air frais 
(You look fresh) 
Faithful to meaning 
Vous avez bonne mine 
(You look well) 
Unfaithful/Manipulative 
Vous faites jeune, mon Général 
(You look young, my General) 
 
The reason Seleskovitch gives for her having discarded the literal variant is linguistic. The word frais (fresh) generally used 
in French to speak about food like fish and meat, cannot properly describe people. Her translation choice is also based on 
extralinguistic reasons which are not made explicit however. These are: 
• cultural differences / the variants would have sounded queer if not utterly brutal to a French ear used to more 
euphemistic and conventional expressions: 
• the character of the discussion/meeting – formal but cordial; 
• the differences between the two participants – age, position, personality. De Gaulle appears, for instance, a venerable 
glamorous hero who deserves affectionate consideration, plainly expressed by the appellation mon Général which is 
added information in Seleskovitch’s translation and which seemingly rhymes with other situational circumstances 
such as: a large sympathetic smile on the Serbian prime-minister’s face, a warm handshake/hug, etc. 
This example of translation is not, as Seleskovitch intended it to be, an illustration of her theory of meaning. Her theory 
presupposes fidelity – no matter how far from its verbal form, the deverbalized meaning is “the” meaning – while her practice 
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shows infidelity. On the other hand, her practice also points to success. As she suggests, her interpretation achieved its aim, it 
made two people “connect” and start communicating in a most cordial atmosphere. 
It is the functional approach which can explain such success and justify infidelity. In Vermeer’s skopos theory – the main 
source of inspiration for all functionalist theories – translation including interpretation is no longer considered “ipso facto a 
faithful imitation of the source text. Fidelity to the source text (whatever the interpretation or definition of fidelity) is one 
possible and legitimate skopos or commission.” (Venuti (ed.), 2000: 230, emphasis added). 
In the light of this theory translation quality becomes a measure of skopos achievement under certain circumstances. If it 
achieves its skopos/purpose, the translation is evaluated as optimal. An optimal translation is thus “one of the best translations 
possible in the given circumstances, one of those that best realize the goal in question” (ibidem). 
Faithfulness becomes then a matter of choice depending on a set goal or on a commissioned task. Therefore a 
translator/interpreter can choose to be unfaithful to the source text/speech if, in this way, he/she can reach his or her goal, or 
satisfy the requirements of a client. 
Faithfulness is not, in fact, a matter of free choice in interpreting since interpreting, as a particular type of translation basically 
oriented towards communication and subject to time constraints seems to require some degree of infidelity or manipulation. 
Manipulation seems to be somewhat inherent in interpreting. The mere fact that the interpreter should assume – when 
interpreting – the role of the speaker, “play” the speaker, i.e. use direct speech, imitate tone of voice, mimic, gestures, etc. – is an 
act of manipulation. 
Besides, the legitimate purpose/skopos of interpreting cannot be the faithful imitation of the original. The interpreter is 
sometimes compelled to alter the original speech in order to make it more communicatively efficient, more suitable to the 
listener’s expectations and last but not least better formulated linguistically than the original. The interpreter does this for the 
benefit of speakers and/or clients. An anecdote – most likely spread by interpreters as a revenge on speakers for their 
presumptious ignorance seems to give the very essence of manipulative interpretation. The speaker complains “This is not what I 
said” and the interpreter replies “But this is what you should have said.” (given by Margareta Bowen in Teaching Translation 
and Interpreting, 1994: 170). 
The interpreter’s purpose is obviously not to manipulate but to produce a target language speech communicatively efficient in 
a given situation. And if this goal could be attained through faithful translation, then so much the better. An example of 
remarkably efficient, which in the context means expressive, although faithful translation is taken from the same long list of 
Seleskovitch’s interpreting achievements. She describes the interpreting circumstances as follows: “I remember a British 
chairman presiding over a series of discussions in a spirited manner, who pointed to the brochures displayed at the back of the 
room, saying ‹‹They are there for attention not retention››. Aware that some of the brochures had previously disappeared, I quite 
spontaneously came out with ‹‹Vous êtes priés de regarder et non pas de garder››” (1989: 117, original emphasis). Such a 
translation is exceptional. An interpreter is not or should not be expected to translate expressively plays on words at a translating 
speed which is, in interpreting, 30 times higher than that of a written text. An acceptable/optimal translation, in such a case, 
would have been one rendering only the referential meaning. 
5. The interpreter as a speaker’s trainer 
Irrespective of how significantly interpreters and interpretation theorists differ in their views on interpretation they all fully 
agree on one simple truth: interpretation is an extremely stressful activity. Gile (1995) sees the interpreting performance as a 
function of the interpreter’s capacity to manage several types of efforts or stresses, namely: the comprehension effort, the 
production effort and the memory effort. Of all these efforts, the comprehension of the speech to be translated is fully dependent 
on the speaker’s delivery which refers to both the speaker’s pronunciation of words and the speaker’s way of using the words, in 
terms of compliance to grammar and logic. 
The question is: what could an interpreter do to at least diminish the comprehension stress and save some of the “mental 
energy required by interpretation that is only available in limited supply” – as Gile (1995: 161) puts it. The answer might be: get 
some support from the speaker by making him aware of same basic features of interpretation. 
Thus, the speaker should know that: 
A. Interpreting is not a decoding – encoding operation. 
B. Interpreting is a communication act and/or service. 
C. There is no such thing as faithful interpretation. 
As desirable as it might appear the training of speakers is a very sensitive issue and a very difficult if not impossible task. 
How could an interpreter “reform” personalities who are more or less solidly “formed”. Besides the question of “ego” – speakers 
at international meetings are generally educated persons with academic titles and a high status – there is the problem of 
opportunity, of actual contacts between speakers and interpreters. 
The training of speakers requires a lot of tact, a great power of persuasion and many other communicative and even pedagogic 
skills the interpreters should acquire during their own training to be interpreters. 
In terms of opportunities there is a difference between the in-house and the free-lance interpreters. The former have the 
advantage of daily professional and social contacts with their speakers which may be turned into “training” opportunities. The 
latter can only count on extensive briefings with speakers and/or clients. They can apply to the International Association of 
Conference Interpreters which is in charge of defending interpreters against speakers and clients. It establishes its own standards 
for conference interpretation which are made known to the participants during the preparation stage and which are supposed to 
have the force of a gentlemen’s agreement.
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6. Conclusion 
As we tried to suggest in this paper interpreting teaching methods are inspired and generated by theory, theory is based on 
empirical evidence, theory and practice, formalization and intuition can hardly be separated in an activity as complex and 
challenging as interpretation. 
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